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Background
youth in the united states spend about 50 percent of their
waking hours in out-of-school free time pursuits.1 How
they spend this time may facilitate positive development
and growth experiences or place them at risk for negative
outcomes. youth who are engaged in constructive pursuits,
such as extracurricular activities, volunteering, or sports
during their free time, are more likely to develop initiative,
better understand themselves in relation to others, experience optimism toward the future, and develop skills and
competencies that promote a successful transition to adulthood.2 On the other hand, youth who report unconstructive
time use, such as “hanging out” and high levels of boredom
during their free time, are at an increased risk for substance
use, delinquency, and school dropout.3
understanding free time use and its associated outcomes among youth may be particularly important in rural
communities facing economic hardship. evidence suggests
that youth in these communities have higher numbers of
unoccupied hours in their daily lives and that rural communities may have fewer resources available to provide the
infrastructure (for example, transportation and location)
or the funding needed to support positive youth activities.4
Despite concerns about rural school dropout, unemployment, and poverty,5 research on free time activities among
youth has so far focused mainly on those who live in urban
or suburban settings. as part of an ongoing survey at the
Carsey Institute, we are fortunate to have access to current
survey data regarding self-reported free time use among
youth in Coos County, new Hampshire, a rural county
where residents have faced increased poverty and unemployment and where the loss of good manufacturing jobs
in the pulp and paper industry have raised concerns about

Key Findings
• coos county youth report participating in an
average of five and a half out-of-school free
time activities over twelve months. There were
important differences between girls and boys;
girls reported participation in an average of 6.3
activities, while boys reported participation in
an average of only 4.9 activities. in addition,
considerably more boys fell into the “lowinvolvement” group compared to girls (38
percent versus 19 percent).
• coos county youth who were the most involved
in positive activities during their out-of-school
time reported higher grades, a more positive
attitude towards school, a stronger sense
of belonging at school, and more positive
expectations for the future than both their
moderately and least involved peers.
• coos county youth who were least involved in
out-of-school activities looked strikingly different
from their more involved peers. This highlights a
potential risk for the fairly large number of coos
county youth, particularly boys, who have little
involvement in out-of-school activities.

the long-term availability of opportunities for youth.6 This
data will allow us to address the research gap by examining
patterns among rural youth.
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How Involved are Coos County
youth in Constructive Out-ofschool activities?
students were asked whether they participated in sixteen
different free-time activities,7 in the past twelve months.
students reported participating in an average of five-and-ahalf activities. Because studies have found that gender may
impact opportunities to participate and the choices that
youth make about participation,8 we looked at experiences
separately for boys and girls. There were significant sex differences, with boys participating in an average of just under
five activities (M = 4.9) and girls participating in over six
(M = 6.3). In order to describe patterns of activity involvement, we separated the youth into three groups (low, me-

dium, and high involvement) based on the number of these
out-of-school activities in which each youth was involved.
The three groups were low, defined as fewer than three
activities (28 percent of youth included); medium, defined
as between three to six activities (36 percent of youth); and
high, defined as being involved in more than seven activities (36 percent of youth).
Following up on gender differences, we also found
that a considerably larger proportion of boys were in the
low-involvement group (38 percent) compared to girls
(19 percent) and that significantly more girls were in the
high-involvement group (43 percent) compared to boys (29
percent: see Figure 1). These findings are consistent with
previous research, suggesting that adolescent girls participate in both more activities overall and in a wider range of
out-of-school activities.

Figure 1: percentage of Coos County youth in the three activity involvement groups
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Figure 2: average self-reported grades by level of involvement
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Level of Involvement and
educational Outcomes
next we wanted to understand the relationship between
activity involvement and the self-reported academic performance of Coos County youth. students who were highly
involved in out-of-school activities reported grades in the a
and B range, while youth who participated in the least number of out-of-school activities reported grades in the B and
C range. This pattern of findings was similar for boys and
girls (see Figure 2).

Bs and As

As

We were also interested in links between activity involvement and students’ attitudes towards school. youth
who were involved in the greatest number of out-of-school
activities reported enjoying school more than those with
little involvement. This pattern of findings was also similar for boys and girls (see Figure 3). youth who reported
engagement in the least number of out-of-school activities
also felt a limited sense of belonging at school in comparison to more involved youth. Taken together, these findings
suggest a strong link between how youth spend their time
out-of-school and their academic performance, attitudes,
and experiences.
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Figure 3: attitude towards school by level of involvement (range 0=least positive to 6=most positive)
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Level of Involvement and Future
expectations
How adolescents view their futures plays a critical role in
their motivation, behavior, and preparation for adulthood,
but we know fairly little about what factors and experiences
influence their future expectations. using previous Carsey
Institute data on Coos County youths’ reports about expectations of graduating from high school, getting a full-time
job right after high school, and graduating from college, we
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found consistent evidence that students who are least involved in out-of-school activities also have more limited expectations for their futures than their more involved peers.
The patterns were similar for boys and girls (see Figures 4,
5, and 6), with boys in the low-involvement group standing
out as being the least likely to expect to graduate from high
school and college and most likely to expect to get a fulltime job immediately following high school graduation.
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Figure 4: Expectations to graduate from high school by level of involvement
(range 0=very unlikely to 6=very likely)
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Figure 5: Expectations to graduate from college by level of involvement
(range 0=very unlikely to 6=very likely)
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Figure 6: Expectations to get a full-time job right after high school by level of
involvement (range 0=very unlikely to 6=very likely)
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Conclusion
There is mounting evidence that youths’ free time choices
and experiences have the potential for either contributing to or limiting positive development. Our results show
that youth in rural Coos County who are most involved in
activities during their out-of-school time also report higher
grades, a more positive attitude towards school, a stronger
sense of belonging at school, and more positive expectations for the future than both their moderately and least
involved peers. The Coos County youth who were the least
involved in out-of-school activities look strikingly different
from their more involved peers. These youth report lower
grades, a fairly negative attitude towards school, less sense
of belonging at school, and less optimistic views of their
future. These results highlight the potential risks for the
fairly large percentage of Coos County youth (28 percent)
who reported very little involvement in constructive out-ofschool activities.

4

5

6

Our pattern of findings was similar for boys and girls,
but the associations between level of involvement and
outcomes related to education and future expectations were
often stronger for boys. This suggests that boys’ out-ofschool activities may have an even greater impact on their
development. These findings may also suggest that there are
factors not accounted for in this brief that may influence
boys’ level of activity involvement and their educational
experiences and future expectations. These factors could
include things like gender socialization, parental expectations, and boys’ perceptions of opportunities available in
their school and community. although more research is
needed to understand these associations, it is concerning
that almost 40 percent of boys in Coos County report little
to no out-of-school activity involvement. These uninvolved
boys are not only missing out on growth-enhancing opportunities in constructive activities but may also be placed at a
greater risk for negative outcomes.
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Taken together, our findings suggest that one effective
approach to increasing youths’ academic performance,
commitment to education, and future expectations may be
to target adolescents’ out-of-school time use. More work is
needed to understand how youth are spending their outof-school time; the reasons why youth get involved in, stay
in, or drop out of activities; and how families, schools, and
communities facilitate or constrain constructive activity
participation, particularly in rural communities. although
more research is needed, we are building evidence to suggest the need for policies and programs that increase the
number of constructive activities available to youth in
Coos County; reduce potential barriers to participation
like transportation and cost; communicate the value of
out-of-school activity participation to community officials,
parents, and youth; and help youth structure their free time
in healthier ways. also, given the findings presented in this
brief, it may be important for communities, schools, and
families to be aware of gender differences in activity involvement and work toward equalizing participation among
boys and girls in Coos County.

Panel study of Coos County
youth
Carsey Institute researchers have begun an initiative to
collect and analyze data tracking the attitudes and experiences of Coos County youth from 2008 through 2018. To
begin this study, baseline survey data were collected from
78 percent of all seventh and eleventh graders attending
public school in the county. During school hours, the students completed a thirty-five page questionnaire designed
to gather information about their family, educational, and
occupational experiences and aspirations, as well as their
demographic characteristics, well-being, social relationships, and perceptions of school and community. The
results described in this brief are based on the first wave of
data collected from 651 students that were fairly evenly divided by grade (48 percent were seventh graders, 52 percent
were eleventh graders) and sex (50 percent female). For this
brief, we combined data from the seventh- and eleventhgrade cohorts. The majority of the students in the sample
were Caucasian (93 percent), reflecting the demographic
characteristics of this region.

THE CarSEy inSTiTuTE CooS youTH
STudy
The Carsey Institute is conducting a panel study of Coos
County youth that will provide data about the attitudes
and experiences of the county’s youth as they approach
young adulthood and face the decision to remain in their
community, seek opportunities elsewhere, or leave for an
education and then return. By following the entire populations of two age groups over a ten-year period, we will
help North Country leaders gain a better understanding
of young people’s decision making.
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